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The first hint appeared unexpectedly along the roadside, during a recent bicycle ride. Suddenly, there, amid an otherwise-uninterrupted façade of green, was a small sprig of sugar-maple scarlet.
While just a sprig, the hue was heartening. It was vivid, the way fall foliage should be. The way I remember it decades ago season after season here within the Alleghenies – not the way the fall foliage has been here the past few seasons.
Whether climate change or simply a cycle, there’s no denying that changing conditions have been rippling through all four of our annual seasons during recent years. Winters have been milder, wetter and less snowy; springs have been warmer and longer; summers have been weird, seemingly without a pattern; and our autumns’ fall-foliage displays have been disappointing.
A couple of decades ago, brilliant displays were commonplace. Each year I’d find myself saying, “Wow, I’d forgotten how beautiful this can be!”
That’s not been the case during the more recent seasons, when disappointment rather than amazement has been the reaction. Curious about how long this has been going on, I had to search back to 2013 to find columns with detailed descriptions of vivid foliage displays.
Now localized weather patterns certainly can be a factor. While one side of a ridge could be draped in muted foliage, due to warmer temperatures and drier conditions, the other flank might be significantly brighter because nighttime temperatures have been cooler and it’s been more moist there.
But if we ever needed a jaw-dropping fall foliage season, this would be the year. For jumping into your vehicle with close family or a couple of friends for a foliage tour is a perfect activity during this time of social distancing, cancelled events and limited gatherings.
As our struggle to avoid the novel coronavirus drags on, we increasingly feel tempted to do “normal” things: Talk without a mask. Shake hands. Hug. Gather. But these temptations bring unacceptable risks to us and to others around us.

Going leaf-peeping is a normal activity we can do safely. It gets us outside, and the show lifts our spirits.

Then when we recall what “fall” is and means, foliage displays become as inspirational as they are beautiful.
A leaf’s fall colors are its true colors. Chlorophyll green covers the colors while enabling the leaf to convert light into food; while the leaf is green, it is providing nourishment to the tree.
To survive the winter, though, the tree has to hunker down. It shuts off the leaves, letting them die.  Colors turn and the leaves drop, carpeting the forest floor and eventually breaking down, creating a rich medium that holds nutrients and moisture that the tree then draws upon the following growing season.

What a marvelous cycle, repeated year after year! And it places fall foliage in a context far larger than simply the splendor (or lack thereof) of the annual display.

Whether you see a Hand at work or an incredible natural phenomenon, fall foliage is a dramatic reminder of the natural forces around us – a perspective that should diminish the dark situations that we face this fall. 
When the news cycle gets too depressing, go on a fall foliage tour. It will be uplifting – even if it’s another disappointing season visually. We can lose ourselves briefly in the color, the efficiency, the constancy and the wonder of this time of year.
Upon entering summer, I, fearful of a second surge, was not looking forward to fall. A wild summer took care of that concern (we haven’t stopped surging), and the heat and humidity have made me long for cooler conditions.
So now I am anticipating this year’s fall foliage. There was possibility in that sprig of scarlet, and there’s promise in the seasonal cycles.

I’m ready to be reminded that something far larger than a novel coronavirus is in control. 
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